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Wood: Book Review: Target Switzerland: Swiss Armed Neutrality in World

IV.
Review
Stephen P. Halbrook, Target Switzerland: Swiss Armed Neutrality in World War II.
Rockville Centre, NY, Sarpedon, 1998. viii, 320 pp. $25.00
Karl Wood
Stephen P. Halbrook's 1998 book, Target Switzerland: Swiss Armed Neutrality in_
World War II is a well-narrated account of the Swm preparedness to resist any possible
invasion by a hostile power, but most especially by the Nazis, through the critical years of the
1930s and 1940s.

The author brings to bear his considerable skills of persuasion and

journalistic perception, reminiscent of the late William Shirer, of whose work he makes
extensive use for historical perspective. He offers an argument that the "true Swiss experience
in the war" lay not in the recently much-discussed accommodations made to the Nazis, "a
regrettable consequence of encirclement", but in "the extraordinary and courageous efforts of
the Swiss military to prevent invasion" and to preserve a haven in a sea of tyranny for
individual rights and democracy, where many found refuge (x).
Indeed, Halbrook correctly praises the Swiss for quickly recognizing the nature of the
threat and increasing their military spending shortly after Hitler's rise to power, although he
seems only dimly aware of the efforts by other European countries, including Chamberlain's
Britain, to do the same after the mid-1930s.

The Swiss preparations for defense were,

however, truly impressive. The construction of extensive fortifications and the preparation
for an assault from any and all sides, leading to General Henri Guisan's plan for a defense in
the Alpine highlands, or the so-called Reduit Nationale, were indeed extraordinary. Massive
fortifications and reserve supplies would have allowed the Swiss army to fight for months in
the face of an attack by any hostile force, but Guisan's plan was tailored to resist an attack by
the formidable Wehrmacht.
While the much anticipated attack from Germany never came, plans for an invasion of
Switzerland had been worked out fully, as Halbrook points out, citing secondary references to
German military documents. Halbrook portrays with a convincing immediacy of narrative
the Swiss perception of the real threat. That it did not materialize, the author asserts, was the
result of the Swiss strategy of deterrence.

Even if the army were vanquished, as military

planning conceded would eventually be the case, the strategy would deny the foe any
significant strategic gains, for part of Guisan's plan called for the immediate destruction of
key military objectives such as factories and transportation.

In essence, the defense of

Switzerland's freedom lay in rendering a conquest extremely costly and at the same time,
pointless.
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Yet this reader, and it seems the author, found the Swiss will to resist most compelling.
The figure of General Guisan, at once a rallying force and an indefatigable voice for
resistance to the last, "symbolized the spirit of the Swiss citizen ... who gained confidence
from the announcement that surrender was never an option" (p. 238). Embodied not only by
the mass mobilization of the famous Swiss citizens' army, which reached at its peak a
mobilization of a full 20% of the country's population in active military service, but also by
such home-front efforts such as turning soccer fields and private yards over to vegetable
production, the author finds this determination essential to Switzerland's survival, and
conspicuously absent in other countries. Its democratic federalism and culture of individual
autonomy gave Switzerland the mettle it needed to face a concrete military threat, and to
maintain its morale in "Europe's darkest hour." In Halbrook's view, this, more than anything,
saved it from the fate which other small neutral countries suffered at the hands of the Nazis.
No doubt, the Swiss were dauntless in their efforts and will to defend their cherished
freedom. Guisan's formidable yet untested strategy and the legendary Swiss sense of identity
and independence, as opposed to the massive Austrian Nazi fifth column, would have made a
complete military conquest of Switzerland difficult. One must ask, however, how important
this goal was to the planners in the Generalstab, or even to Hitler. While a conquest of an
intact Switzerland would have provided the Nazis with strategic advantages, not to mention a
sense of vlJl/cisch satisfaction, the question remains how central an interest it was in the Nazi
scheme of things. Since Halbrook, following in Shirer's footsteps, presents much of German
activity in the war as subject to Hitler's personal caprices, one should also consider that an
integration of the Swiss-German cantons - "Heim ins Reich" - was not of as central importance
to Hitler as the Anschluss of Austria or the all-important acquisition of Lebensraum in the
East While Switzerland was certainly a thorn in Hitler's side, and despite Goebbels' ravings
against the Swiss in his diary and in the press, its conquest was not a key strategic objective. If
bringing Switzerland into the Reich was inconvenient at the moment, one could surmise it
could be saved for dessert, as one German song which Halbrook cites puts it, to be savored at
a later date, when the Reich had reached its supposed historic destiny. One could imagine the
question being asked among haughty and hubris-filled Nazis: "Why bother conquering the
Swiss now, when we have more important things to do?" Such a task was invading the Soviet
Union to finish the fight against "Jewish Bolshevism." Moreover, as Halbrook points out,
Switzerland rendered important services, not in the alleged laundering of stolen war booty,
but in prisoner of war services, diplomatic representation, and the like, not to mention
valuable industrial products sold privately to both sides, in accordance with international law.
These would have been lost in the event of an invasion, according to Guisan's plan.

There

were certain advantages to be gained during the war, if also certain inconveniences, from an
independent and neutral Switzerland.
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Halbrook also addresses, if in less depth, some of the more recent criticisms leveled
against the Swiss during World War II, most especially with regard to the question of refugees.
Here he offers the familiar counterpoint of context: if, for example, the United States had
welcomed a number of refugees proportionate to those given haven in Switzerland, it would
have taken in over one million people, when in fact it took in fewer in absolute numbers than
the Swiss. While this does not remove unfortunate blemishes from the Swiss record, it does
put them into perspective. The Swiss, the author argues, did the best they could given their
resources and precarious position. In his view, on many occasions, the Swiss were anything
but Nazi pawns, but rather struck a risky tone of defiance against German demands, while
other nations in a better position to do more in fact did less.
On the issue of economics, Halbrook argues again that the Swiss maintained the best
position they could. While overwhelmingly sympathetic to the Allied cause and hostile to the
anti-democratic Axis powers, Switzerland, Halbrook argues, had no choice but to trade with
both sides, a position well within international law. Halbrook asserts that while Switzerland
did provide some war materiel to the Axis powers, this was overall negligible in the greater
war effort; at the same time similar goods were delivered to the Allies as well, with increasing
preference given to them as the war progressed.
Halbrook offers a compelling narrative of the Swiss defense effort, particularly for the
interested educated general reader. A more scholarly oriented historical reader will be
disappointed by some aspects of this work, such as the author's source material. The specialist
may find that the author relies too much on source material primarily in English and of a
journalistic nature, such as the New York Times, and not enough on original Swiss or German
archival materials which would make such a study more satisfying. For example, a direct
search for the reasons why the Wehrmacht never did invade Switzerland in German military
archives, and not just in secondary sources and memoirs would have lent Halbrook's thesis
greater credibility.
Initially, this reader found distracting Halbrook's frequent references to and
comparisons with federalism and patriotism in the United States, until the author's perspective
became clear. As an attorney, indeed, a Ph.D./J.D. who specializes in issues of federalism and
has argued cases before the U.S. Supreme Court, Halbrook seems to be writing in the role of
an attorney, arguing the case for Swiss heroism in World War II against recent charges of
collaboration before the jury of U.S. public opinion. For many, his case will be compelling,
but the historian may find the argument incomplete.
While full credit must be given freely to Swiss fortitude and formidable preparations
to defend their country in the face of military threat if necessary to the death, this does not
truly address recent assertions about Switzerland's role in the war. Historians have begun to
probe more deeply the ambiguous and precarious nature of neutrality, and to question just
how virtuous the Swiss were. Halbrook offers one side of this contentious debate, and here
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the limitations of his focus on the military aspect become apparent. Again echoing Shirer in spirit,
Halbrook implies on several occasions that a determination to offer dogged military resistance to the
Nazi menace implied a greater morality, and therewith the question is resolved, with mostly
tangential discussion of more central questions. Yet the reality is far more complex than this. Did
~e Danes' lack of determination to condemn their sons to a hopeless slaughter in the face of an
overwhelming force make them into the "model state in the Nazis' New Order" (p. 92, citing
William Shirer)?

Is the Czechoslovak army to be condemned as unheroic for following their

government's orders not to commit de facto suicide after being robbed of their natural and fortified
mountain defenses in Munich, not to mention support of their allies? Owing to their geography and
their military structure, the Swiss were in a better position to resist, and could thus afford to do so
more than other nations facing Nazi invasion.

What would Guisan's plan have been without the

natural blessing of the Reduit Nationale? Similarly, even if many of the allegations were true, Swiss

cooperation with the Gennans in certain matters would not necessarily make them collaborators, but
neutrals in a precarious position doing the best they could to preserve themselves, and, it should be
added, a haven for those to whom they could offer refuge.

While Halbrook offers a thorough

portrait of Swiss military and civic spirit, he does not adequately explore the other, more troubling
questions, that have spawned public debate.
Yet, to point to this shortcoming would be to criticize the author unjustly for the book he
did not write, rather than for the one he did. Such "Fachgesimpeltes" aside, most readers will find

Target Switzerland thought-provoking. Indeed, despite a periodic repetitiveness of certain illustrative
points, Stephen Halbrook succeeds in his effort to show the centrality of the Swiss will to preserve
their independence, while evoking a dramatic image of the country's admirable courage an·d
determination to survive in the face of such an evident menace. This view, in light of whatever else
has been said, should remain part of the historical record.
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